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THE SHORTEST WAY
TO HEAVEN?
Moll Flanders' Repentance
Reconsidered
Michael F. Suarez, S.J.

The proper habit of repentance is not fine linen, or
any delicate array...hut sackcloth and ashes.
^Robert Parsons (1680)
reader of Moll Flanders (1722) must confront the
^1^ "memorandums" of a seventy-year-old woman who
professes to be a repentant sinnerd Moll tells her
readers that she wishes to enlighten and edify her audience by
relating the Providential progress of events that effected her
moral and religious improvement. Yet, in both attitude and
action, the ever-enigmatic Moll Flanders appears to adhere to a
system of values directly at odds with her professed status as a
' The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, ed. James Sutherland
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1959), 1. All subsequent page references in the text are
to this edition.
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"true penitent" (252). Indeed, Moll's conversion and repentance
in Newgate has been called "the most problematic episode" of
the novel.^
The diverse critical interpretation of this liminal event is, in
many respects, the key to the more general lack of consensus
about our reading of the novel as a whole. Are Moll's
behavioral inconsistencies the manifestation of Defoe's ironic
intent, of his lack of artistic control, or of some combination of
the two? The widely-divergent and often hotly-contested
responses to this question have prompted Ian Watt to ask, "Is
there, then, no way out of the infinite regress in which the
debate about Moll Flanders seems to be immobilized?"^ This
essay attempts to free Moll Flanders from its elaborate critical
entanglements by situating Moll's much-discussed repentance in
its contemporary legal, religious, and ethical context and by
interpreting her conversion in light of Defoe's other related
writings. While such a procedure cannot finally resolve the
debate surrounding Moll Flanders, it may at least provide a
useful corrective to those treatments of the novel lacking a
sufficient historical grounding and supply a sound foundation
for further studies of this imaginatively exuberant and
delightfully polysemous work.

One of the most outstanding features of Moll's repentance is
that it is totally devoid of restitution. Despite the fact that
Moll was "Twelve Year a Thief (1) and well knows that she
should make some attempt at restitution, she never does so. By
any of the definitions of repentance common in Defoe's day,
restitution was a major obligation. For example, Jeremy
^ William Krier, "A Courtesy which Grants Integrity: A Literal Reading of Moll
Flanders,"/o«?7Zd/ of English Literary History 38 (1971): 398.
^ Ian Watt, "The Recent Critical Fortunes of Moll Flanders," Eighteenth-Century
Studies 1 (1967): 124.
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Taylor's Rule and Exercise of Holy Living (1650), a highly
popular devotional work in the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, asserts that "it is a determined rule in
divinity, 'Our sin can never be pardoned, till we have restored
what we unjustly took, or wrongfully detained.""^ In addition,
Richard Hooker, in his Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (1597), leaves
little to question: "Our offences sometimes are of such a nature
as requireth that particular men be satisfied or else repentance
to be utterly void and of no effect." Such transgressions include
"open rapine, or crooked fraud" and "injurious or unconsciona
ble dealing [where the sinner has] wittingly wronged others to
enrich himself." Hooker tells us, "from such offences we are
not discharged, neither can be, till recompense and restitution
to man accompany the penitent confession we have made to
Almighty God."^
The belief that restitution is necessary for atonement and
purging of guilt is not only a religious teaching of the period,
but is also central to the legal thought of the Restoration and
eighteenth century as well. Caspar Ziegler, Hugo Grotius, and
Samuel von Pufendorf, leading European jurists of the day, all
promulgated similar aiguments about the indispensability of
restitution as an obligation of natural law. An examination of
Defoe's works reveals that he was a strong adherent of the
principles advocated in their closely reasoned arguments. Jure
Divino (1706), for example, cites both Grotius and Pufendorf.
Grotius' De Jure Belli ac Pads Libri Tres (1652) sets forth the
principle that all men have an "obligation to restore the things
of another [even when] used in case of necessity, whenever
Jeremy Taylor, The Rule and Exercise of Holy Living (Philadelphia: Thomas
Wardle, 1831), 147; see also 151.
^ Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (London: Tegg, 1839), 200.
See also The Book of Common Prayer (London: 1721), 293. Such pronoimcements
on the necessity of restitution for repentance are a commonplace of conduct
literature in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; see, for example, the tracts
and sermons of Robert South, Wilham Law, Richard Baxter, Henry Hammond,
et al.
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restoration shall be possible." Pufendorf, citing both Ziegler
and the Corpus Juris Civilis takes Gnotius' argument one step
further when he proposes in the second book of his De Jure
Naturae et Gentium Libri Octo (1672) that "restitution is also
owed by the thief or his heirs—yet not beyond the amount of
the inheritance—even when the thief has paid for the crime
with his life."^
Much of Defoe's own fiction contains considerable evidence
that demonstrates how strongly he believed in the current
doctrines concerning restitution. The often-neglected Serious
Reflections of Robinson Crusoe (1720) is most explicit on this
point:
But every trespass of this nature [thieving] requires
restitution as well as repentance; restitution as far as the
possible power of the party extends; and if the last not
be found, the first is not likely to be sincere.^
The narrator of Street Robberies Considered (1728), a reformed
thief, offers a striking example of the sedulousness with which
a convert might be expected to make amends for his past
actions:
My conscience received several wounds, which were never
heal'd till I entirely left off my vile courses; and tho' my
goods were ill got, yet heaven prosper'd me in an honest
undertaking; and it has been the business of my life for
upwards of twenty years, as near as I could, to make
restitution for all my rogueries.®
' Hugo Giotius, De Jure Belli ac Pacis Libri Tres, trans. Francis Kelsey, 2 vols,
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1925), 2:195; and Samuel von Pufendorf, De Jure Naurae
et Genitum Libri Octo, trans. C. H. & W. A. Oldfather (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1934), 2:239.
' Defoe, Serious Reflections during the Life and Surprising Adventures of Robinson
Crusoe (London, 1720), 43.
* Defoe, Street Robberies Considered: The Reason of their being so Frequent, ed.
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Similarly, in Captain Singleton (1720), the protagonist asserts his
belief that "Repentance could not be sincere without restitu
tion." Singleton does, in fact, make some restitution later in
the novel, speaking of the "miraculous opportunity I had
afterwards of applying some parts of it [his booty] to preserve
a ruined family, whom I had plundered.'"
These few brief citations should make it clear that, for Defoe
and his contemporary readers, repentance without restitution is
indeed incomplete and suspect. In sharp contrast to this
standard of conduct, Moll appears to be at least as acquisitive
after her conversion as she is during her career as a thief.
Moll's unwillingness to part with any of her ill-gotten riches by
offering some restitution would make it difficult for Defoe's
audience to believe that the seed of her conversion has taken
lasting root. Indeed, Moll herself seems to be aware of the need
for restitution in correcting illegal and unjust actions. After she
steals a bundle of plate while pretending to help the owner
rescue it from a burning house, Moll briefly reflects,
I say, I confess the inhumanity of this action mov'd me
very much...but with all my sense of its being cruel and
inhuman, I could never find it in my heart to make any
restitution; the reflection wore off and I quickly forgot
the circumstances that attended it. (180)
Moll knows what she should do in this case, but cannot bring
herself to part with the handsome booty she gains from her
deception.
When Moll finally does leave Newgate, that "emblem of Hell
itself (239), she has the opportunity to set her financial affairs
in order. Yet, what does Moll do at this juncture? During her
transportation to the New World, Moll does not make the
Geoffrey M. Sill (Stockton: Carolingian Press, 1973), 48.
' Defoe, The Life, Adventures and Pyracies of the Famous Captain Singleton, ed. Shiv
K. Kumar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 267, 270.
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journey as penitent, but rather chooses to go first class,
purchasing her comfort with the mammon of her career as a
whore and thief. She makes no attempt at restitution and gives
nothing to those less fortunate than she. Where is Moll's sense
of contrition.' When she takes stock of her "cargoe" she even
brags (lest we foi^et) that the items are "all stolen goods" (276).
Moreover, Moll subsequently bribes the captain when she
arrives in Virginia and so avoids serving the term of her
sentence (278). She who has sold herself so many times, who
remarks that "a woman is a bag of money or a jewel" (112),
now buys herself from servitude with ill-gotten money and thus
avoids performing any penance for her past actions. In a way,
then, she ransoms her "self" and so once again escapes from the
moral consequences of her wrongdoing. Moll's self-centered
world view demands that she rely solely upon her own
resourcefulness for salvation. Moll is unaware that she is
incapable of ransoming herself because the price exacted by her
life of whoring and thieving cannot be redeemed by her illgotten riches alone.
Defoe compounds this great spiritual irony of Moll's selfransom by having her state that the captain who arranged this
transaction was "abundantly satisfied" (278). In this phrase we
find one of the many instances where Defoe capitalizes upon
the possible multivalent meanings embodied in Moll's diction."
Perhaps in this "ransom" episode Defoe is alluding to Psalm 49, which addresses
the theological problem of the apparent prosperity of godless men. The seventh
verse in particular, "But man could never redeem himself or pay his ransom to
God, it costs so much to redeem his life," seems to be especially appropriate for
Moll. Moreover, we might easily see in this scene an emblem of Moll's reliance
upon the efficacy of financial resources to effect her deliverance, rather than her
faith in the grace won for sirmers by Christ's ransom for hiunankind (i.e., the
atonement). On this type of imaginative procedure in seventeenth- and eighteenthcentury thought, see J. Paul Hunter, The Reluctant Pilgrim: Defoe's Emblematic
Method and the Quest for Form in Robinson Crusoe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1966), 99-102; and Paul J. Korshin, Typologies in England,
1650-1820 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), passim, especially 369-95.
" On Moll's word play and Defoe's many instances of "coded" language in the
novel, see Maximillian E. Novak, Realism, Myth and History in Defoe's Fiction
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If we examine the various uses of the word "satisfaction" as
listed in the Oxford English Dictionary, we find the following
definitions among those common in Defoe's day:
1) The payment in full of a debt, or the fulfillment of an
obligation or claim; the atoning for an injury, offense, or
fault by reparation, compensation, or the endurance of
punishment; 2) the performance by a penitent of the
penal and meritorious acts enjoined by his confessor as
payment of the temporal punishment due his sin; 3) the
atonement made by Christ for sin;... 4) the action of
gratifying.
While Moll is mindful of only the last of these definitions, the
other senses in which the word was commonly used certainly
apply to her situation as a penitent. Thus Moll's great
atonement, her first significant act upon coming to the New
World, is to render satisfaction for her sins with "6000 weight
of tobacco" (278). Totally ignoring the imperatives of Christian
moral conduct, she not only fails to make any pretense of
restitution or alms giving, but also callously reduces the very
action by which she can save her soul and recover her moral
sensibility to yet another dehumanizing and illicit business
transaction.

Another outstanding feature of Moll's repentance is that,
although she claims to be "perfectly chang'd" (245), Moll's own
chronicle of her attitudes and actions makes her appear to be
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983), 85-8, and his earlier "Defoe's
Indifferent Monitor: The Complexity of Moll Flanders," Eighteenth-Century Studies
3 (1970): 252-60. In neither work, however, does he cite the present example.
" The Oxford English Dictionary, ed. James A. H. Murray et al. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1933), 9:121.
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precisely the same person after her conversion as she was before
it. In the colonies, for example, Moll no longer steals, but she
does persist in her almost compulsively mendacious ways—is
this the stuff of metanoia.^ The depth of Moll's repentance
must be evaluated in light of her subsequent conduct." If,
under the psychological duress of Newgate, Moll pledges to
reform her life and mend her immoral ways, but when released
makes little or no appreciable change in her actions, then it is
clear that her vow of repentance, no matter how sincere, has
not taken effect. It is for this reason that J. Paul Hunter notes
that
Spiritual biographies are filled with incidents of conver
sion through affliction, and most conversions are then
supported by evidence of the person's continued godliness
and righteous action."
The need for substantiating evidence in such spiritual accounts
was particularly great if the convert was known to have been
a notorious sinner, as is clearly the case with Moll. Hunter
remarks that in such instances, "these conversions could only
quiet the scoffers if they provided ample evidence of a reformed
life after conversion."" Defoe himself demanded such evidence.
In 1703, when the Reverend Paul Lorrain preached a funeral
" J. Paul Hunter makes a similar point while establishing the validity of Crusoe's
conversion; see The Reluctant Pilgrim, 164.
" Hunter, The Reluctant Pilgrim, 167.
" Hunter, The Reluctant Pilgrim, 167. In Defoe's day, the most well-known works
treating the need for post-conversion "proof by fruits" to vahdate a siimer's
repentance concerned the case of John Wilmont, Earl of Rochester. See, for
example, Gilbert Burnet's Some Passages on the Life and Death of fohn Earl of
Rochester (Lx)ndon: 1680), and Robert Parsons's A Sermon Preached at the Funeral
of the Right Honorable John Earl of Rochester (Oxford: 1680). Parsons, in particular,
makes a great effort to supply concrete evidence to substantiate Rochester's
conversion; note especially 19-21 of the 1735 edition. On Defoe's knowledge of
Rochester's life and writings, see John McVeagh, "Rochester and Defoe: A Study
in Influence," Studies in English Literature 14 (1974): 327-41.
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sermon praising the alleged repentance made by the infamous
munlerer, Thomas Cook, Defoe became particularly incensed
because Cook's "repentance" came shortly before he was
hanged.'^ In an angry response to Cook's alleged conversion,
Defoe wrote "A Hymn to the Funeral Sermon" (1703), a work
modeled after, though vastly inferior to, his "Hymn to the
Pillory" (1703). Throughout this four-page doggerel poem,
Defoe repeatedly upbraids Lorrain for hailing Cook's repen
tance because there is no evidence by conduct that the murderer
became a godly man. The author wonders.
How men of Infamy should rise.
By Ladders to ascend the Skys?
What need we Mortifie and Pray
If Gibbets are the Shortest Way.^
If a conversion that is not followed by pious deeds is just as
valid as one that is confirmed by holy action, then:
Where's the meer necessity to Pray.^
Or where's the great Reward of Honesty?
Ne're think on't more, as well ye may,
Eden lay aside all Morality
And go to Heaven the Shortest Way.^''
This aipiment of the need for "proof by fruits" was
commonly forwarded by Protestant divines. For example,
Richard Baxter's popular treatise on conversion and repentance,
A Call to the Unconverted (165/^ proposes that the major
attitudinal change that comes from conversion must be affirmed
through prayer, restitution and continued good works.
Jonathan Edwards's Faithful Narrative of the Suprising Work of
" See Robert Singleton, "Defoe, Moll Flanders, and the Ordinary of Newgate,"
Harvard Library Bulletin 24 (1976): 407-13.
Defoe, "A Hymn to the Fimeral Sermon" (London, 1703), 1, 2.
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God (1736) speaks of the need to verify the "inward labour and
struggle of a soul towards heaven and holiness." Other divines
of the era such as William Payne and Edward Waple also
profess strikingly similar opinions on the need for action in
repentance." Only when penitents incarnate their professed
beliefs through living deeds can we be sure they have not fallen
into the pit of solipsistic self-deception. Defoe himself makes
this point in The Family Instructor (1715) when the father
explains to his child that the sorrow of repentance "must always
be attended to with sincere desires of pardon and sanctification,
and earnest endeavors after reformation and amendment.""
One's actions then, will be the best indication as to whether
one's repentance has been activa contritio, a manufactured
remorse, or passiva contritio, a genuine sorrow and suffering
from the heart.^° Early in Moll Flanders, for example, we know
that the sick-bed repentance of Moll's lover at Bath is both
sincere and efficacious because he quits his adulterous relation
ship with her once he has recovered from his illness (105-08).
Against all this evidence concerning the importance of "proof
by fruits," we see Moll's conduct in Virginia. Within the last
five pages of Moll's narrative we learn a great deal that appears
both to negate her religious repentance and to call her 'secular
redemption' into serious question.^' For example, when she
" Jonathan Edwards, A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the
Conversion of Many Hundred Souls etc. (Boston: 1739), 221; see also William Payne,
A Practical Discourse of Repentance (London: 1695), 338; and Edward Waple's
sermon "Of Repentance: A Sense of Sin" in his Thirty Sermons Preached on Several
Occasions (London, 1714), 154-5.
" Defoe, The Family Instructor (London: 1715), 26. Given the weight of evidence
that attests both to Defoe's own commitment to the notion of "proof by fruits"
and to the currency of this idea among his contemporaries, it is difl&cult to give
credence to Paula Backscheider's speculation that, "Eighteenth-century readers
probably did not share our skepticism" about the sufficiency of Moll's repentance.
Moll Flanders: The Making of a Criminal Mind (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1990), 27.
This terminology has been central to redemptive theology since the Reformation;
see, for example, Martin Luther's use of these concepts in What Luther Says, An
Anthology, comp. Ewald Plass (St. Louis: Concordia, 1959), 2:1210.
Pace John Bender, Ima^ning the Penitentiary (Chicago: University of Chicago
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gives a gold watch to her "new" son, Humphry, she betrays a
lack of moral sensitivity and contrition. With characteristic
aplomb Moll remarks to us that she does "not indeed tell him
that [she] stole it from a gentlewoman's side at a meeting house
in London; that's by the way" (293). Moll repeatedly lies to
her husband, deliberately deceiving him by calling her son
"cousin" (204). On another occasion, she first tells him that she
lost the above-mentioned watch, and then compounds the lie by
saying that she had sold it for the purse of pistoles she actually
received from Humphry. She also deceives Humphry several
times when she makes him think that she is not married to
Jemmy, "a gentleman who has a plantation near mine" (296).
Moll later tells him that she has now married Jemmy and "let
him believe" (296) the cargo sent from England by her old
governess actually "belonged to all my husband's estate and not
to me" (296). Finally, Moll again reflects the depth of her
moral impoverishment when she states in the final paragraph of
her narrative that she has now returned to England "having
perform'd much more than the limited terms of my transporta
tion" (297) when, in fact, she has performed none of them.
Thus, it would appear that not only is Moll's repentance made
suspect by her failure to execute even the minimally few good
deeds expected of her, but also that this doubt is confirmed by
her continued practice of evil. In Vii^inia as in England, Moll's
acquisitive drive continues to dominate her life. Still believing
that "money's virtue, gold is fate" (59), Moll is fully prepared
to deceive anyone, even those she professes to love most, in
order to pursue her own interests. Judging by the very
standards of her day, her conversion seems to be one of rhetoric
only.

Press, 1987), 46-7: "Moll's repentance, viewed from the religious perspective,
remains doubtful, but her secular rehabilitation is complete."
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Moll's protestations of sincerity and new-found virtue do little
to allay our fears that her penitence is only skin-deep. How
often does Moll wish to "put an honest face on the thing" (100)
or appear "like quality" (55).' With great tears she professes her
joy at the prospect of obtaining "the comfort of a penitent,"
(252) while after her conversion she tells her readers that it is
necessary for all women to "preserve the character of their
virtue, even when perhaps they may have sacrificed the thing
itself (120). In Moll's limited moral vision, the distinction
between seeming to be and actually being is, at best, blurred.
For example, she remarks of her tradesman husband that "not
a beggar alive knew better how to be a Lord than my husband"
(55). Moll as thief, wife, whore, and con-artist repeatedly
depends upon superficial appearances not only to subvert
reality, but also to create a new "reality." Thus, what originates
as a method of deception for Moll eventually becomes a way of
life, a mode of existence invested with a morality dominated by
expediency and appearances. From the time Moll, in her naive
emulation of the Madam, wishes to become a gentlewoman, she
looks only to externals for the ordering principles of her life;
the first moral imperative of her existence is to seem to be
respectable. As we read Moll's account of her life, we become
acutely aware of her profound, though unconscious, epistemological difficulties. Having deceived others all her life, can she
herself remain undeceived.' When her credibility as an
interpreter of events is in our eyes thus diminished, can we
imagine that Moll is even capable, much less desirous, of
changing the pattern and practice of over sixty years by telling
the truth to others, much less to herself?
Because Moll's multiple deceptions include her own selfdeception or "muddle," we as readers should not rely solely
upon her perceptions if we are to glean the full moral import
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of her story.^^ Her view is necessarily compromised by the
morally outrageous life she has led. It is for this reason that we
can read Defoe's preface not only as an apologetic justification
of his fiction in general, but also as a guide to the readers of
Moll Flanders. Defoe is telling them in what light to interpret
the "serious inferences"(6) of Moll's story, since "this work is
chiefly recommended to those who know how to read it, and
how to make good uses of it which the story all along
recommends to them" (4). To insure that we do "know how
to read" his book, Defoe plants a number of instructive
inferences in his preface. Interestingly enough, nearly all of
these are concerned with the depth of Moll's repentance. The
preface focuses upon her repentance because Defoe was anxious
that his readers understand its intended meaning. Since Moll's
story "naturally instructs the reader, either one way or another"
(4), Defoe cannot resist making sure that the reader is "led by
the hand" (6) to the truth of the tale. Despite modern critical
attempts to explain away the preface to Moll Flanders, Defoe is
deceiving neither the reader in his introductory remarks, nor is
he himself deceived when he states that he wishes to give moral
instruction to his audience, Rather, he is following the utiledulce ethic of the age, seeking to fulfill the traditional Horatian
injunction both to instruct and to delight his audience.^^
One of the first things we learn in the preface is that Defoe
must edit Moll's story and put it "in modester words than she
told it at first" because "the original had been written in
language more like one still in Newgate than one grown
penitent and humble" and that he had "no little difficulty to put
^ Howard Koonce, "Moll's Muddle: Defoe's Use of Irony in Moll Flanders,"
Journal of English Literary History 30 (1963): 377.
^ On Defoe's didactic purpose, see Maximillian E. Novak, "Defoe's Theory of
Fiction," Studies in Philology 61 (1964): 662-5. Defoe is known on at least one
occasion to have praised himself not only for the "miraculous Fancy and Uvely
Invention" in his works, but also for writing "up to the Test of moral Vertue." See
Novak and Herbert J. Davis, The Uses of Irony; Papers on Defoe and Swift (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1966), 37.
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it into a dress fit to be seen, and to make it speak a language fit
to be read" (3). As if this were not enough to make the reader
suspicious of Moll's true attitude, Defoe adds the phrase, "as she
afterwards pretends to be," to the words "penitent and humble."
Paul Alkon has taken note of Defoe's diction in this case and
offers these enlightening remarks:
Johnson defines pretend as "to put in a claim truly or
falsely," but he adds that "it is seldom used without a
shade of censure." Although Defoe might easily have
avoided uncertainty by writing that Moll afterwards
became penitent, he chose from the onset to raise doubts
by using a word that must at least make readers wonder
whether her claim to penitence is true or false.
Alkon's argument is a sound one; in telling us that Moll
"pretends" to be penitent and humble, Defoe is coaxing us to
question at least Moll's penitence and humility, if not her very
integrity as well. Defoe deliberately diminishes the credibility
of his heroine narrator before she even begins to tell her story.
We are not to entrust Moll with the full "uses" (4) of her tale.
At the conclusion of his preface, Defoe again calls Moll's
repentance into question. We are told that Moll grew very rich
in Virginia and returned to England
where she liv'd, it seems, to be very old; but was not so
extraordinary a penitent as she was at first; it seems only
that indeed she always spoke with abhorrence of her
former life and every part of it. (7)
How are we to interpret the author's claim that Moll "was not
so extraordinary a penitent as she was at first".' As we have just
Pavil Alkon, Defoe and Fictional Time (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1979), 79-80. It should also be noted that Moll uses the •word "pretend" seven
times in the novel, always with its sense of deceiving or play-aaing; see 61, 73, 91,
111, 127, 159, and 280.
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seen, Moll's repentance can hardly be called "extraordinary" in
the sense that Defoe uses the word here7® In fact, it is difficult
to imagine her repentance becoming less extraordinary, since
she appears to have done little but pay lip-service to it from the
very outset of her conversion. Speaking "with abhorrence" is
the closest Moll comes to contrition, and even here her pious
soliloquies fail to convince us because they are juxtaposed with
boastful chronicles of immoral incidents that Moll obviously
takes great joy in recounting.^® When Defoe writes that Moll
"only...always spoke...of her former life," he is telling us that
she did not act. Despite the fact that Moll constantly displays
great initiative in virtually all her other undertakings, she fails
to take the steps necessary to effect her own repentance.
Defoe's statement alerts the reader to the shallowness of Moll's
repentance and highlights the inconsistencies inherent in her
conversion.
Another of Defoe's prefatory remarks about Moll's
repentance focuses upon the manner in which the narrative
itself is presented. After establishing that Moll's chronicle may
be turned to moral instruction for the reader "even where the
story might incline him otherwise" (3), Defoe iterates the
common pattern of exemplary spiritual histories.
To give the history of a wicked life repented of necessar
ily requires that the wicked part should be as wicked as
the real history will bear, to illustrate and give a beauty
to the penitent part, which is certainly the best and
brightest, if related with equal spirit and life. (3-4)

As it is used in this instance, "extraordinary" is best defined as "exceeding what
is usual in amount of degree, extent, or size; over and above what is usual." Of
course, the irony here is that Moll's repentance is extraordinary indeed, though in
the sense of "not according to rule, 'out of order'" {OED, 3: 472).
^ Notice Moll's unabashed boasting, "I grew the greatest artist [thief] of my time"
(186); "The success I had made my name as famous as any thief of my sort had
ever been" (229). This is the voice of the "penitent" Moll.
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The difficulty with this passage, of course, is that the "wicked
part" is not made wicked at all by Moll, but is presented as
being both natural and pardonable. Even when Moll condemns
a deed, she consistently avoids self-indictment either by
distancing herself from the action she performed, or by
providing a casuistic justification for her sin.^^ Moll's greatest
source of pride is not her penitence, but her prowess as an
adventuresome thief, and her narrative is most joyful and
vibrant when she is depicting one of her clever deceptions.^'
Moreover, the "penitent part" is certainly not "related with
equal spirit and life." Moll's repentance is little more than a
mixture of pious formulas and spiritual jargon. She bemoans
the fact that after her initial 'false repentance' she, "had few
signs of repentance about [her]" (242). When discussing Moll's
Newgate conversion and repentance, Maximillian Novak
remarks that "here the repentant narrator is dealing with her
greatest moment."^' He could more accurately have said that
here she should be dealing with her greatest moment, but that
both the style and the substance of Moll's narrative offer
contrary indications.
Defoe makes it clear that Moll believes she is becoming a
sincere penitent; after all, we have just seen that, in Moll's
^ For example, "The last affair [stealing a gold necklace from a child] left no great
concern upon me, for as I did the poor child no harm, I only thought I had given
the parents a just reproof for their neghgence...and it would teach them to take
more care another time" (169). See also 105, 110, 152-3, 165-6, 170, 175,177,186,
189, 194, 198-9, etcetera.
See 69-75, 109-10, 120-25, 169-71, 195-7, 207-9, etcetera.
^ Novak, "Conscious Irony in Moll Flanders: Facts and Problems," CoUege English
26 (1964): 201. Starr, Defoe and Spiritual Autobiography (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1965), 138-9, argues that Moll's preliminary false repentances
"heighten the significance of the genuine repentance." It appears to this reader that
Moll's initial attempts at repentance only serve to undermine further the
"repentance" that is to come. They make us keenly aware that Moll has
consciously manipulated her own feelings to the point where she is now incapable
of trusting even herself. Thus, these half-measures and self-deceptions emphasize
her fallen condition at a liminal point in the novel. She is caught in a solipsistic
trap that heightens the acute epistemological difficulties she experiences.
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debased sensibility, seeming and being are virtually identical.
For Moll, the way to be a "true penitent" is to have felt "real
signs of repentance" (250). Notice for example that, although
she often describes her clever thefts in minute detail and even
remembers to give us the name of the merchant involved in her
trial (247), Moll in her "greatest moment" never thinks to tell
us the name of the good minister, the spiritual father and
confessor who in Newgate gave her new corporal and spiritual
life.^° What Moll omits from her narrative is every bit as telling
as what she includes.
The truth of Defoe's remark in The Review that "the end, I
say, of everything is the beginning, and you must look to the
end or you will never begin aright" should be especially
apparent to the readers of Moll Flanders?^ The author's
"beginning" or preface tells us how to read the tale by looking
"to the end" in order to make the reader wary of Moll's pious
protestations.
Throughout the narrative, Mrs. Flanders
attempts to "mollify" her guilt. In fact, it often appears that the
very purpose of her memorandum is to cultivate favor and win
approbation from the reader. Defoe's preface subtly urges his
readers to recognize Moll's inconsistencies so that they may
"begin right" and so make the best use of her story.

Because Moll's repentance is so clearly incomplete, the most
productive way to read her narrative is not as spiritual
autobiography alone. Moll Flanders should also be read in light
of the criminal confession tradition of the seventeenth and
One of the greatest iionies of the novel is fotxnd in the minister's concern for
Moll's future spiritual welfare in Virginia, "where, he said, I must have more than
ordinary secret assistance from the grace of God, if I did not turn as wicked again
as ever" (255).
Defoe, The Review, ed. Arthur Secord (New York: Columbia University Press,
1938), 8:514.
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eighteenth centuries.^^ Defoe's own experience as a prisoner in
Newgate and as a writer for Mist's Weekly Journal and
Applebee's Journal would seem to indicate that he was at least as
familiar with criminal confessions as he was with spiritual
autobiographies. The opening lines of Moll's narrative make it
clear that Moll has gone unpunished for crimes she has
committed (9). Contrary to Virginia Woolf's belief that Moll's
transgressions give her the "freedom of the outcast," Moll tells
her story in an attempt to free her enslaved will.^^ An
"outcast" is precisely what Moll does not wish to be! She
writes to justify the distinctly ungenteel manner in which she
has amassed her wealth. Moll is compelled to adopt a casuistic
stance that consistently equates expediency with necessity in
order to seek a final justification for her sordid life and so enter
into the fullness of the genteel security and respectability she
covets. Her perfunctory conversion and repentance have not
brought interior "satisfaction" or "comfort," and now the aging
Moll copies out her story as a ritual reenactment of her
turbulent life, and as an apology for the means employed in her
social ascent.^"^ If Moll's repentance were complete, she would
not wish to do the first and would have no need to do the
second.
Moll's insistence upon anonymity is a strong indication of
her abiding insecurity and constant fear of being "found out."
While many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century authors
published their works anonymously, Moll goes to extraordinary
See Hunter, Reluctant Pilgrim, 204.
" Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1925), 129.
Notice, for example, the manner in which Moll invariably telescopes the secure
periods of her life into a sentence or two: "It concerns the story in hand very
httle to enter into the farther particulars of my family, or of myself, for the five
years that I liv'd with this husband, only to observe that I had two children by
him, and that at the end of five years he died" (52). Conversely, when she is in
jeopardy or insecure, Moll writes with vivid detail and often at great length; see,
for example, the description of her theft from an apothecary's shop (165-8), or her
attempt to rob the silversmith on Christmas day (234-7). For Moll's own thoughts
on the need to confess, see 282-3.
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lengths to ensure that nobody knows her true identity. She
conceals her real name not only from the reader, but also from
Jemmy, her Lancashire husband, the man she claims to love
above all others, "still I reserved the grand secret and never
broke my resolution, which was not to let him ever know my
true name, who I was or where to be found" (138). She rejoices
in the very fact that makes such secrecy possible, "Oh! what a
felicity it is to mankind, said I to myself, that they cannot see
into the hearts of one another!" (158). Perhaps Moll is so
reluctant to reveal her name because it is the final shred of her
own identity that she is able to retain throughout her career of
repeated shape-changings as whore and thief. The maintenance
of shallow appearances has become such a way of life for Moll
that the sum total of her self-knowledge amounts to little more
than her real name, and this she protects as her final possession.
She asserts that her true name will remain unknown "till I dare
own who I have been as well as who I am" (9). True to her
word, Moll's post-repentance confession reveals neither her real
name nor her inner self.
The central irony of Moll Flanders lies in the fact that Moll
fails to confront herself both in her initial confession at
Newgate and in her post-conversion confessional "memoran
dum." Although the reality of her personal history is
inescapable, Moll's concern for the circumstantial detail in the
narrative seemingly keeps her from recognizing the implications
of her actions. By substituting factual accuracy for moral
integrity, Moll is able to order her tale to the extent that she
avoids confronting her true self. In the same vein, Moll's status
as penitent not only gives her a respectable frame of reference
in which to set down her story, it also simultaneously provides
a convenient vocabulary of temptation and sin that allows her
to label her actions with a minimum of introspection.
Moll does not tell us who she has been or who she is
because she is incapable of doing so. While there can be no
doubt that Defoe was acutely aware of the "diverting" nature of
"the wicked part" (4) of Moll's career, he structures the progress
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of her experiences and reflections so as to anatomize the fact
that Moll's lengthy career as whore and thief has destroyed her
spiritual and moral sensibility. We, as readers, are meant to see
that she has compromised herself so often that she is now
unable to recoup her loss. On those few occasions when Moll
does begin to confront herself, her attention is invariably
diverted from personal introspection to financial stock taking.
For example, upon receiving Jemmy's farewell letter, she
reflects
Nothing that ever befel me in my life sank so deep into
my heart as this farewell...! would have gone with him
thro' the world if I had beg'd my bread. (133)
With the word "bread," however, Moll's attention shifts to a
more immediate and comprehensible reality: "I felt in my
pocket and there I found ten guineas, his gold watch, and two
little rings" (133). In the same vein, shortly after dismissing
those "sordid trifles...for which we forfeited eternal felicity"
(250), Moll's "first business" with Jemmy is to "compare our
stock" (271).
Moll s invocation, "Give me not poverty, lest I steal" (166),
is particularly ironic, for she is no Jean Valjeanj the mison
d'etre of the vast majority of her crimes is not survival, but
comfort and middle-class ascendance. Her many crises of
conscience are essentially crises of strategy rather than morality.
Martin Luther discusses this very type of behavior in one of his
well-known lectures on Genesis:
There is a different repentance, not a true but false one,
which Germans call a Galgenreue [a repentance on the
gallows], when I repent in such a way that I am not
ashamed of having offended God but merely regret having
injured myself.^®
Plass, What Luther Says, 2:2110. See Crasoe's remark "that imder the dread of
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The tragedy of Moll Flanders lies in the fact that Moll's
impoverished sensibility renders her incapable of anything but
a Galgenreue.
Moll's quest for the grace of repentance is belied by her
overriding concern for respectability and security. Crusoe finds
salvation at least partly because he dares to ask, "What am I and
all the other creatures, wild and tame, human and brutal?
Whence are we?" while Roxana lives her final days so tor
mented by her past "that my repentance seem'd to be the only
consequence of my misery, as my misery was of my crime."^^
Is it possible that Defoe lets Moll go scot-free? His statement
that "we cannot say indeed that this history is carried quite to
the full end of it, for no body can write their [sic ] own life to
the full end of it unless they write it after they are dead" (6-7),
shows his concern for the last days of his protagonist.
Similarly, the last sentence of the work invites the reader to
speculate whether or not Jemmy and Moll did fulfill their
"resolve to spend the remainder of our years in sincere
penitence for the wicked lives we have lead" (297).
It is instructive to note that in the pirated abridgments and
enlai^ements of Moll Flanders, Moll's Newgate repentance is,
evidently, not taken terribly seriously, since an additional
penitence is almost invariably depicted as coming long after her
transportation to the New World. The anonymous enlarge
ments—Life of Moll Flanders (c. 1723), Fortune's Fickle
Distribution (1730), and The History of Laetitia Atkins, Vulgarly
Called Moll Flanders (1776)—for example, all tell of Moll
spending eight years in Virginia and two years in Ireland before
they include this passage which they all share with only minor
variations:
mischief impending, a man is no more fit for a comforting perfiarmance of praying
to God, than he is for repentance on a sick bed" in The Life and Strange Surprising
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, ed. J. Donald Crowley (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1972), 163-4.
Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, ed. J. Donald Crowley 92; and Roxana, or the Fortunate
Mistress, ed. Jane Jack, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 330.
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Now being in the last stage of my life, I began seriously
to reflect on the past follies and wickednesses thereof,
truly repenting of all my former sins...praying three or
four times a day, and pouring forth an abundance of tears
in my private devotions, to show an utter abhorrence of
those vices of which I had been too frequently guilty. I
never miss'd going to church...! hop'd endeavouring to be
a true penitent would bring me into favour...thus I pass'd
my later days.

Laetitia Atkins even includes the phrase, "the duties of religion,
which, until lately, I have utterly neglected. Although works
such as these do not definitively show how a popular audience
in the eighteenth century interpreted Moll's repentance, they do
provide at least a provisional indication of contemporary reader
response, "a kind of marginal gloss," to the novel's popular
critical reception.^® We should also take notice of the fact that
these works and the various chapbook versions of Moll Flanders,
even when only eight octavo pages long, all without exception
include at least one passage providing the "proof by fruits"
evidence Defoe has omitted. The chapbooks typically speak of
Moll "relieving many from want and slavery...she bequeathed
several legacies to charitable uses."^' Similarly, the enlargements
also tell how she was on her deathbed for nine months (the
gestation of true spiritual rebirth!*) "very penitent and most
zealously fervent...not in the least minding the affairs of this
Anonymous, The Life and Actions of Moll Flanders (London, [1723J), 185-6; and
The History of Laetitia Atkins, Vulgarly called Moll Flanders (London; 1776), 277.
See also Anonymous, Fortune's Fickle Distribution (Dublin: 1730), 88-9.
" Pat Rogers, Literature and Popular Culture in Eighteenth Century England
(London: Harvester, 1985), 184. For an extended discussion of abridgments,
adaptations, and continuations of Moll Flanders, see ch. 8, "Moll in the
Chapbooks," 183-97.
Anonymous, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders [chapbook]
(London, n.d. [c.l770]), 23-4. See also The History of Moll Flanders...Written from
her own memorandums, [chapbook] (Newcastle: n.d. [c.l790]), 23-4; and The
History of the Famous Moll Flanders (Newcastle: n.d. [c. 1815]), 8.
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world...constantly attended by some eminent Divines" and how
her death was "no small grief and sorrow to the poor." An
accounting of her generous charitable bequests is then given at
some length."*® Should the fact that Defoe includes no such
passages, (an omission which, as we have seen earlier, is in
direct contrast to the literary tradition of his day), not make us
wonder why he has taken such a course?
Nearly all scholarly discussions of Moll's repentance and
subsequent prosperity assume a causal relationship between
these two movements in her life. Moll's misfortunes are never
interpreted in the novel as being punishment for her sins, so
why should we set up such a spiritual equation of temporal
reward from above for virtuous earthly conduct now that Moll
strikes it rich in the colonies? Defoe himself was bankrupt at
least twice in his adult life (the first time for the then enormous
sum of £17,000) and he spent much of his later years hiding
from his creditors, so it is most unlikely he would subscribe to
such a system!"*^ Moll's windfall is no more the result of her
moral condition than is the fact that she mistakenly married her
own brother, was widowed by a man she loved, or rediscovered
Jemmy in Newgate. The operation of chance or fortune is a
key feature of this novel which boldly proclaims "a life of
continued variety" on its title page. The fact that Moll equates
her newfound bounty with her repentance is merely another
indication of the shallow simplicity of her counting-house
morality. To ascribe her financial success to Providence (292)
while blaming her previous difficulties on Fortune is typical of
Moll's casuistic narrative strategies and altogether in keeping
with her penchant for self-justification. Defoe himself explodes
Moll's superficial spiritual calculus with a brilliant ironic touch:

^ Anonymous, The Life and Actions of Moll Flanders, 189; Fortune's Fickle
Distribution, 90; and The History of Laetitia Atkins, 278, respeaively.
See Paula R. Backscheider, Daniel Defoe: His Life (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1989), 58-61; 198-9; 201-2; 526-7.
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Then I let him know what I had brought over in the
sloop besides all this: I mean the horses, hogs and cows,
and other stores for our plantation; all of which added to
his Qemmy's] surprise, and filled his heart with thankful
ness; and from this time forward I believe he was as
sincere a penitent, and as thoroughly a reform'd man, as
ever God's goodness brought back from a profligate, a
highway-man, and a robber. (294)

The ironic juxtaposition here of livestock and soteriology—the
basely physical realities of the barnyard and the nobly
metaphysical issue of Jemmy's eternal salvation—is masterful
indeed.
While even the most loyal of Defoe's readers must be willing
to admit that he had much of the hack writer about him, and
that Defoe was himself at times caught between mercantile and
moral demands, the weight of evidence seems strongly to
suggest that even the lowest chapbook "pyrates" on Grub Street
were aware of the lack of evidence to substantiate Moll's
repentance. How could Defoe himself not have been.^ How
can we explain the conspicuous absence of even a paragraph or
two giving us the "proof by fruits" her case so obviously needs.^
Once it becomes clear that Defoe was most probably aware of
the incompleteness of his heroine's repentance, and that he had
a conscious desire to instruct his audience, then it logically
follows that we are meant to recognize the moral impoverish
ment of Moll's consciousness."^^ Moreover, the fact that her
debased sensibility is nearly always acknowledged in the critical
To those who would here invoke the New Critical "intentional fallacy," it
should be argued that this principle is of highly questionable relevance and merit
when seeking to judge the didactic purpose or level of conscious irony in a given
work, thus suggesting that there exists an intentional fallacy fallacy. For a
philosophical grounding of this argument, see P. D. Juhl, Interpretation; An Essay
in the Philosophy of Interpretation (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980),
114-52, 279-87.
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literature attests to the fact that, for modern readers at least,
Moll's decline is one of the most salient features of the text/^
Certainly there are tensions here. To argue that Defoe was
in complete control of his text is to be naive about his
compositional methods, the state of narrative craft in the early
eighteenth century, and the wonderfully complex and confused
process of poesis. Certainly Moll's energy, resourcefulness, and
cunning cause her to take on a life of her own quite indepen
dent of any moral lesson, and it is this animate appeal that
becomes the imaginative magnet of the novel. On one level
then, Moll Flanders is a wonderful rags-to-riches fable of
virtually unbounded wish-fulfillment. Moll is a survivor, and
who does not delight in her material success? Yet, when we
"know how to read it" (4), we can see the story operating on a
deeper level in that we recognize that the store of Moll's
interior and spiritual resources has long since been completely
depleted. The fact that we can scarcely help but recognize
Moll's spiritual impoverishment as an outstanding feature of the
text seems to suggest that Defoe is in some measure successful
in executing his theme. If Crusoe offers a model of Christian
repentance, then Moll provides a powerful negative exemplum.
Is it not time we abandoned the historically naive "explana
tions" of Moll's repentance in favor of making a more
sophisticated and challenging interpretation that credits Defoe
with a thorough understanding of the legal, religious, and
ethical norms of his day?
See, among others, Watt, Rise of the Novel, 128; Novak, "Conscious Irony,"
203; David Blewett, Defoe's Art of Fiction (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1979), 64; Koonce, "Moll's Muddle," 379; Dorothy Van Ghent, "On Moll
Flanders" in The English Novel, Form and Function (New York: Harper & Row,
1953), 42; James Sutherland, Daniel Defoe: A Critical Study (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1971), 220; Everett Zimmerman, Defoe and the Novel (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1975), 88, 90; Robert Columbus, "Conscious
Artistry in Moll Flanders," Studies in English Literature 3 (1963): 431; J. A. Mitchie,
"The Unity of Moll Flanders" in Knaves and Swindlers, ed. C. J. Whitbourn
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), 84.
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The final balance the materialistic Moll is unable to paycomes in the form of the spiritual chaos or void that subverts
her shallow pursuit of true security. Throughout Moll's
narrative, Defoe demonstrates that a life of moral turpitude
exacts a very dear price. While Moll's sins bring her material
riches, they necessarily also effect her moral impoverishment.
The moral Defoe wishes to convey in Moll Flanders is well
illustrated in the closing lines of one of his early verses entitled
"Of Hapyness Consisting in a Contented Mind" (1681),
He's Happy who Can keep his End in View
And by right Meanes can that best End Persue,
Who all Desires Can to his reason bind.
Enjoys the liberty of Being Confin'd,
His Mind Fills up Desire, Desire Fills up his Mind:
Bounded Delights his True Content Encrease,
And This Content Must Needs be Hapyness.
With Piety, and Vertue Understood,
He Can Not be Content That is not Good.'*'*
For Defoe, there is no "shortest way." Just as surely as Moll's
chronicle shows that she has gained the world, so too does the
account of her repentance establish that she has lost her soul.'*'
Defoe, "Of Hapyness Consisting in a Contented Mind," in The Meditations of
Daniel Defoe, ed. Geoige Healy (Cnmmington: Cummington Press, 1946), 21.
The author wishes to thank the Association of Commonwealth Universities,
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